In today's global world, the urban/ rural opposition is increasingly becoming a more relevant marker of the acculturation of foreigners whose adoption of national values is reflected by the spaces they inhabit. As they bring with them traditions related to the healing and balancing forces of the earth, immigrants prompt a reconsideration of the urban/ rural dichotomy in the metropolitan spaces they come to inhabit. Rural landscape in American culture has a long tradition of acting as a source of an alternative symbolic imaginary, responsible for boosting people's feelings of patriotic commitment that are crucial to national integration. Diasporic American fiction has increasingly combined this tradition with symbolic magic and natural elements brought over from the "other" cultural backgrounds their authors come from. This paper aims to study the socio-political negotiations in a few instances of cultural translation within the urban/ rural dialectic in Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni's novels The Mistress of Spices and Queen of Dreams. I will suggest that Divakaruni's female protagonists work their initial experience of dislocation into a discourse of nature and the earth free from boundaries, based on a rejection of urban alienation and the discovery of the reconciliatory potential of America's nature.
literature prizes, but also to the fact that this fiction demonstrates an impressive capacity to respond to the cultural clash between the immigrants' motherlands and their countries of adoption. In the particular case of South Asian American fiction, the rich traditions of India provide important strategies to overcome migrant identity crisis and to provide narrative accounts of migrant experience which draw on traditional epics such as the Ramayana and the Mahabharata.
Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni creates narratives of transnational migration that go beyond the one-way, definitive movement from one place to another, capitalizing on the dynamic, multiple connectivities between identity and place. Her novels are less concerned with migrants' radical choices for one country over another, but tend to leave open the possibility of both integration in the host society and the temporary and/or partial return home, whether in reality or just in the characters' minds. As the conditions of migrant life are changing, so are the strategies of overcoming the dislocation trauma, which call for radical rethinking. This process of rethinking involves resistance to new cultural norms and the reconceptualisation of one's background culture in the new space. In the landscape of contemporary South Asian American literature, Divakaruni's merit consists precisely of her insistence on the importance of preserving and valorizing the immigrants' native backgrounds. This distinguishes her from other writers such as, for example, Bharati Mukherjee, who famously advocates the immigrant's right to become an un-hyphenated American (Mukherjee 460) . In this migrant context, Divakaruni specifically tends to focus on women and the challenges they encounter in both India and the United States. Migrant women's relocation stories are based on the liberating potential of narrative to articulate the trauma of dislocation, translating family traditions across borders and/or creating transnational families, translating cultural norms, building self-esteem and redefining the concept of 'home' and the related experience of homelessness. Translation is a useful trope in one's attempt to acquire a better grasp of the dynamics of women's relocation and of the degree to which they prove revealing of the nature and practice of narrative.
In his book Translation and Identity, Michael Cronin posits "the centrality of migration to the myth of Babel itself" (Cronin 4) and dedicates a whole chapter to the implications of the phenomenon of migration for debates around identity, translation and language, which he places in the area of overlap between the local and the global. "Borne across" cultures, the migrant is bound to reach a point where s/he needs to redefine the boundaries of his/her identity which, no longer associated with a fixed and stable notion of national belonging, finds itself in crisis. Translation thus becomes not only legitimate, but a matter of status quo: "Having been born across the world, we are translated men," Salman Rushdie says in Imaginary Homelands (1992), thus describing the identity of Indian writers living in Britain (17). Whilst meant to facilitate communication, translation, from Lat. trans+latio, transfer of meaning, but also movement in space, marks a crisis, by virtue of the very need to transfer meaning from one space into another.
Divakaruni's California-based novels depict lives of dislocated individuals whose survival depends on an "other" world functioning like an active, concrete mode of supplanting the "real," and in which the things left unsaidare mirrored concretely. The worlds depicted in her writing vacillate between two parallel levels of introspection that depend on each other for the construction of meaning, depending as well on the reader's involvement in this activity of decoding. This alternative novelistic discourse brings in an Indian mythical dimension in an indirect way, which consists of appropriating the American nature-oriented discourse for its purposes. Divakaruni thus in fact appropriates the American dream via an ecocritical symbolism (based on a rich variety of imagery taken from nature) that allows her discourse to be at the same time Indian and American, and which turns the novel form into a space of encounter for such a hybrid.
As concepts such as transnationalism and socio-cultural nomadism are becoming increasingly relevant nowadays, cities have become major theatres of ethnic contact and conflict. Older spatial-political determinations, such as the motherland/ otherland dichotomy, tend to make way to urban transnational agglomerations that lose the insignia of national identity. Instead, the urban/ rural opposition steps in as a more relevant marker of the acculturation of foreigners whose adoption of national values is reflected by the spaces they inhabit. The most visible of these spaces is the city, perceived as irresistibly luring and symbolic of the power and wealth of America, as San Francisco is in The Mistress of Spices. At the same time, nature is also rediscovered as a connection with the mysterious forces of the American land, with what in the American transcendentalist tradition was deemed to be nature's book of essential knowledge and, by extension, with some of the traditions brought over from India.
In his 1995 book The Environmental Imagination: Thoreau, Nature Writing and the Formation of American Culture, Lawrence Buell proposes a study of the place of nature in the history of western thought. Buell introduces the concept of the environmental text, defined by four characteristics. The first is that in this kind of text nonhuman environment is not just a framing device, but a presence which suggests that human history and natural history meet. Secondly, the human interest is not the only legitimate interest. Thirdly, human accountability to the environment is part of the text's ethical orientation. Finally, there is a sense of the environment as a process rather than a constant or a given (Buell 6-7).
In the following, I will suggest that, in their own fictional way, Divakaruni's novels The Mistress of Spices and Queen of Dreams take Buell's argument about the environment as a process unfolding into migrant territory, by building stories around protagonists who, through their mystical professions related to dreams and the art of healing, bring nature into the process of identity relocation. They address the trauma of dislocation through strategies that belong to what Buell calls the environmental text, using natural symbolism to translate, adapt and ultimately reclaim the American Dream for the South Asian American community, perceived from a gender-informed perspective. Also, urban space becomes connected to nature, providing a symbolism of the 'other country' that operates in terms of a city/ nature dichotomy more than in those of an urban/ rural one.
In American culture, nature has always played a crucial part and has, at various points in the history of American culture, been contrasted to the rather hostile urban space. The generous, pure, unspoiled land of the new continent came to be perceived in contrast to a Europe whose environmental beauty was beginning to be sacrificed to the rise of capitalism. Later on, Buell sees in this rediscovery of the environmentalbeit an idealised, artificial one -the main response to the emergence of cultural difference in America:
The American literary Renaissance of the antebellum period, influenced by romantic naturism, nurtured the image of a wild, unsettled continent as an article of cultural nationalism well into the age of the industrial revolution. American literature to this day continues to be more rustically oriented than the living habits of most Americans, scarcely 3 percent of whom live on farms anymore. American criticism has repeatedly stressed the historic importance of pastoral, frontier and wilderness themes to the American imagination. (14) (15) More recently, a change seems to have occurred in the perception of nature in American culture. Whereas it used to be representative of the WASP mainstream, the very quintessence of America (as defined in classics such as H.D. Thoreau's Walden, for example), nowadays ethnic cultures seem to be the ones that preserve a keener eye for nature, which reminds them of their own, more traditional, backgrounds. Whilst such an interpretation may sound clichéd, ethnic literatures are increasingly taking over the role of reflecting upon the rural as a source of an alternative symbolic imaginary responsible for boosting people's feelings of patriotic commitment that are crucial to national integration. One immediate example is Native American literature, with its age-old commitment to nature (from N. Scott Momaday's Pulitzer-winning "The Way to Rainy Mountain" to Gerald Vizenor's "blank books" based on "Indian constellations" rather than conventional education in "Almost Browne"), but also numerous examples can be found in non-European migrant traditions such as the Asian and African ones.
When cultural difference arises, it is still in nature that the answers are sought. In this instance, nature, the rural, is opposed to the urban (now associated with the erasure of differences triggered by globalisation) and is invested with values related less to integration than to the preservation of the "authenticity" of different cultural ethnic groups. Thus, if the urban space obliterates differences, the rural preserves, cherishes and reevaluates them. Diasporic American fiction has increasingly combined this tradition with symbolic magical and natural elements imported from the authors' "other" cultural backgrounds.
Divakaruni's female protagonists work their initial experiences of dislocation into a nomadic discourse free from boundaries, based on a rejection of urban alienation and the discovery of the reconciliatory potential of America's nature, which they learn to appreciate in conjunction with their traditional heritage of India. Thus, the author insists the only way in which one can become American is by reinventing the traditions of one's own country and making them relevant to the new context. In The Mistress of Spices, Tilo, a specialist in the secret power of spices, dedicates her life to helping those in need within the South Asian community in California. In Queen of Dreams, Mrs Gupta's job consists of dreaming and interpreting other people's dreams (even more than her own daughter's), and thus helping them -sometimes against their willavoid some of the difficulties of adjusting to the foreign land. Both women are translators or mediators, between an original world and the adoptive country, at the same time performing an important act of retrieving traditions for the benefit of contemporary diasporic life.
While upon a preliminary reading, one may feel disappointed by what may appear as the sentimentalism of such revivals of esoteric professions, which,in the contemporary world, are bound too border on the fantastic, here they are not a plea for the unspoiled "authenticity" of ethnic cultures, but, actually, powerful metaphors of multiethnic America. The forbidden lives of both Mrs Gupta and Tilo stand for a necessary initiation, for the time it takes for any adjustment to a new environment to take place.
The urban/ rural opposition and the rediscovery of a natural symbology as a source of a lifestyle are crucial in both novels. In The Mistress of Spices, the lure of San Francisco, across the bay from Oakland, where the main plot is located, is like a desired other to which the protagonist gains access only after she goes through the initiation of helping others. She does this out of a true desire to help rather than just perform the duty she inherited from the "Old One," the chief mistress of spices back on the island where she was initiated. Amitava Kumar notices that Divakaruni's specific brand of immigrant fiction distinguishes itself through an all-consuming "preoccupation with the lumpen," a strong wish to help the poor and the disadvantaged. Tilo's "divine aid agency," as Kumar calls it (88) works as a kind of magic connector between a "natural" world of immigrant traditions (which the author exoticises deliberately) and the big American global city into which they try to integrate. The many Indians who live in Divakaruni's California also need their story to be told: "their real need is for a novelist they can call their own in this strange land. This is the underlying myth of the novel and, like all myths, it has a grain of truth in it" (Kumar 89) . Both novels are meant to rewrite stories by and about women, transmitted orally in the domestic space of the kitchen, the symbolic material out of which the texture of home is recreated in the adoptive country. The moment these stories no longer need a mere Indian setting, but function in America with their tellers as protagonists, true integration into the American society seems to have taken place. In The Mistress of Spices, the spices traded by Tilopowerful symbols of the natural world -are catalysts to such stories. Above all, they are meant to heal conflicts created among family members by the difficulties of migrant life and thus bring them the peace needed for one to feel at home.
This cultivation of the instinctive and the natural, which is to be found in the symbolical sphere of nature, is in sharp contrast with the urban space to which migrant identity is generally confined. In the arena covered by ethnic studies, the urban space becomes the stage of conflicta conflict created mainly as a result of the different interests of different ethnic groups -as is the case of Divakaruni's suburban, post-9/11 America depicted in Queen of Dreams. In this novel the aggressivity of the city as a consumer space, where dreams such as the Chai House are destroyed by the commercial interests of competition, represented by the Java chain, is contrasted to the purity of nature and the contact with the earth. This is represented by the eucalyptus grove, Rakhi's source of inspiration for painting and a symbol of her mother's "other world" of dreams, which to Rakhi is the only connection to the country of her prenatal origin. Nature and the contact with the earth is recreated as a source of authenticity perceived as symbolic of one's native country, but also as a kind of habitat of transcultural humanity.
The urban/ rural dichotomy is sometimes an excuse for an aesthetic sublimation that is indicative of the even more complex alchemy of the self, as in the following image of Rakhi in the process of painting, which justifies her perception of the world as a symphony of colours:
She's thinking of green. Deep-forest green, gold-gray green, green tinged with foggy silver of dawn, edged with the brittle brown of time passing. All the colors of the eucalyptus grove she walked to earlier this morning. She's thinking of the colors she will have to mix in order to re-create that green, colors that are not green at all. It is the closest thing she knows to magic in a world that has disappointed her over and over with its mundane workaday habits. (10) The new café belonging to the imaginary Java chain that opens across the street from the Chai House, threatening it and, with it, Rakhi's whole world, stands for the threats of globalisation in sharp opposition to nature (63). For Rakhi, painting nature, turning it into art (and the mysterious man in white who, throughout the novel, comes to be associated with impending destiny, which can only be avoided to a certain point) at a time when her business is not doing very well, is a therapeutic, life-saving activity:
The only thing that takes me out of my miserable self is the painting I'm doing of the eucalyptus grove. It's still not completed, but I'm determined to have it ready for the show. Such precise notations of the physicality of feelings mark Queen of Dreams (1994) , more than The Mistress of Spices, as a work that has acquired more maturity in expressing the fine transformations people go through. Whilst nature and earth imagery are used to observe such intimate depths of human feeling, city imagery is the source of negative associations, of rejection, pain and death, such as the one Rakhi makes when she imagines her dead mother's body under the sheet on the hospital bed: "She follows a uniform down a passage to a room, a bed, someone lying in it, covered with a white sheet. Under the sheet, she can see the outlines of disconnected tubes, like the freeways of an abandoned city" (121).
In The Mistress of Spices the main dichotomy which is articulated is that between San Francisco, the big city that seems to hold all the temptations and which, through the majestic stature of the Golden Gate, is perceived as a symbol of the greatness of America, and Oakland, where Tilo lives and which is home to her secret empire of spices. Queen of Dreams foregrounds a kind of hybrid space in which elements of contemporary urban life and of natural beauty combine and complement each other; this is the space of suburban America. The suburb, meant for immigrants but also, more recently, for the American middle classes, is in some ways a space of transition between the urban and the rural. In such spaces of becoming, migrants find themselves more at home, also because, being less urban, suburbs tone down the brutal impact with "real" America. Tilo, who has never been outside her spice store, finds her way into San Francisco because the man she loves lives there, but, apart from this, her place is in the slightly less violent urban space of Oakland. Unlike the protagonists of other migration stories, who struggle with what is felt as the impending need to make difficult choices, Divakaruni's female characters reconcile the old and the new, the tradition they carry within themselves with the progressive drive of America. Thus they preserve their Indian identity while also becoming fully integrated as 'Americans'. They do so through learning to value tradition, not by stubbornly clinging to it, but by reinventing it for the benefit of the present global age, through reconnecting with the earth and rediscovering the lessons that, today as much as in Thoreau's time, are still to be learnt from the generous book of nature.
Notes:
i Research for this article has benefited from the UEFISCDI-funded project Women's Narratives of Transnational Relocation (PN-II-RU-TE-2011-3-0159).
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